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METHODOLOGY IN 
APPLIED ENVIRONMENTAL 
ETHICS: 
Comments on 
Dombrowski and Finsen 
ERIC KATZ 
st. Joseph's College 
In preparing these remarks, I have as­
sumed that the individual eamnentators for 
the papers by Professors Dcmbrowski and Fin­
sen -would focus on specific details of the 
arguments, leaving me the luxury (and the 
responsibility) of rraking some kind of gener­
al canparative remarks. So I will begin with 
some general corrments, and then I will try to 
show how these general remarks can illuminate 
some specific problems in both papers. 
These t-wo papers represent extremely 
different methodologies of applied ethics. 
Professor Danbrowski' s paper is an example of 
what I call a "metaphysical" approach to 
ethical issues. This kind of argument at­
tempts to draw the "proper" ethical conclu­
sions from a specific metaphysical view of 
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t h e  u n i v e r s e ;  i n  D a n b r o w s k i ' s  c a s e ,  i t  i s  a  
v i e w  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e s  o r  e v e n  s a n c t i f i e s  t h e  
" i n d i v i d u a l "  i n  i t s  v a r i o u s  m o d e s  a s  t h e  
b a s i s  o f  a l l  e t h i c a l  t h i n k i n g .  ( O b V i o u s l y ,  
o t h e r  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  r r d g h t  b e  t a k e n  
b y  s o m e b o d y  e l s e . )  P r o f e s s o r  F i n s e n ' s  p a p e r ,  
i n  c o n t r a s t ,  s e e m s  t o  a v o i d  w h e r e v e r  p o s s i b l e  
a n y  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c l a i m s .  I t  i s  a  " n u t s  a n d  
b o l t s "  p a p e r  o n  e t h i c s ,  a . l n o s t  a  p r a c t i c a l  
c a s u i s t r y  o f  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  a n d  a n i m a l  r e l a t e d  
e t h i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s .  I t  a t t e m p t s  t o  s h o w  u s  
t h a t  t w o  a p p a r e n t l y  c o n f l i c t i n g  e t h i c a l  p r i n ­
c i p l e s  c a n  o p e r a t e  i n  r o u g h  h a r m : : > n y  o n  t h e  
l e v e l  o f  p r a c t i c a l  a c t i o n .  A n  a p p a r e n t  t h e o ­
r e t i c a l  i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y  b e t w e e n  a n i m a l  r i g h t ­
i s t s  a n d  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  h o l i s t s  d i s s o l v e s  i n  
t h e  h a n d s - o n  w o r k  o f  p r a c t i c a l  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  
a f f a i r s .  
E v e n  w i t h o u t  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e s e  t w o  p a ­
p e r s ,  m y  i n i t i a l  b i a s  l e a n s  m e  t o w a r d s  t h e  
p r a c t i c a l  " n u t s  a n d  b o l t s "  a p p r o a c h  t o  a p ­
p l i e d  e t h i c s .  A f t e r  a l l ,  a p p l i e d  e t h i c s  i s  
m e a n t  t o  b e  a p p l i e d ;  t h a t  i s ,  i t  i s  m e a n t  t o  
h e l p  u s  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  ( i t  i s  h o p e d )  s o l v e  
r e a l  p r o b l e m s  o f  h u m a n  a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  
W h a t  I  w a n t ,  a n d  w h a t  I  t h i n k  w e  c a n  d e v e l o p ,  
a r e  p r a c t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  a c t i o n  t h a t ,  s o  
t o  s p e a k ,  t r a n s c e n d  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p o s i t i o n s .  
I f  w e  a r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  h o l d  o f f  o n  p r a c t i c a l  
d e c i s i o n s  u n t i l  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  d e c i s i o n s  
h a v e  b e e n  m a d e  ( a n d  a g r e e d  u p o n ) ,  t h e n  w e  a r e  
i n  d e e p  t r o u b l e :  M e t a p h y s i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  
n o t  t h e  k i n d  o f  t h i n g s  o n  w h i c h  p e o p l e  ( e s p e ­
c i a l l y  p h i l o s o p h e r s )  u s u a l l y  a g r e e .  B u t  
s o m e t i m e s  w e  a r e  l u c k y  w h e n  i t  c a n e s  t o  m o r e  
n n m d a n e  p r a c t i c a l  e t h i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s :  m a n y  
o f  t h e s e  s t r i k e  u s  a s  e m i n e n t l y  r e a s o n a b l e ,  
a t  f a c e  v a l u e ,  d e s p i t e  o u r  u n c e r t a i n t y  a b o u t  
o r  d i s a g r e e m e n t s  a b o u t ,  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  
u n d e r p i n n i n g s  o f  t h e  e t h i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s .  I t  
i s  t h e  b u s i n e s s  o f  a p p l i e d  e t h i c s ,  a n d  s p e c i ­
f i c a l l y  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  e t h i c s ,  t o  s e a r c h  f o r  
t h e s e  e m i n e n t l y  r e a s o n a b l e  p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  
a r e  o b v i o u s l y  c e r t a i n ,  a s  s i m p l e  a n d  a s  o b v i ­
o u s  a s  t h e  o r d i n a r y  v i r t u e  o f  t r u t h - t e l l i n g  
a n d  p r o m i s e - k e e p i n g .  
M y  i n i t i a l  b i a s  i s  o n l y  c o n f i r m e d  w h e n  I  
l o o k  m o r e  c l o s e l y  a t  t h e s e  t w o  p a p e r s .  P r o ­
f e s s o r  F i n s e n '  s  w o r k  i s  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  c u t  
t h r o u g h  a  s w a m p  o f  c o n t r o v e r s y  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  
n a t u r e  o f  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  a n d  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  
e t h i c s ,  t o  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  d i f f i ­
c u l t i e s  o r  i n c a n p a t i b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  o p p o s i n g  
c a m p s  a n d  a d d r e s s  t h e  s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s  o f  
p r a c t i c a l  c o n c e r n .  T h e  r e a l  i s s u e  h e r e  i s  
t h e  b a l a n c i n g  o f  o p p o s i n g  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  d i f ­
f e r e n t )  k i n d s  o f  v a l u e ,  a n d  t h i s  i s  a c c a n ­
p l i s h e d ,  i t  s e e m s  t o  m e ,  i n  a  r e a s o n a b l e  
m a n n e r .  A l t h o u g h  I  a m  n o t  e n t i r e l y  c o n v i n c e d  
t h a t  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  p r o b l e m s  h a v e  b e e n  
s o l v e d - - t h a t  t h e r e  r e a l l y  i s  c a n p l e m e n t a r i t y  
a n d  n o t  i n c a n p a t i b i l i t y - - I  a m  a b l e  t o  p u t  
a s i d e  m y  t h e o r e t i c a l  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a n d  s e e  h o w  
F i n s e n ' s  v i e w  w o r k s  t o  a l l e v i a t e  s e r i o u s  
p r a c t i c a l  p r o b l e m s .  
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  I  c a n n o t  s a y  t h e  s a m e  
t h i n g  a b o u t  P r o f e s s o r  D a n b r o w s k i ' s  p a p e r .  
A l t h o u g h  w i l l i n g  t o  " b r a c k e t "  m y  r e s e r v a t i o n s  
a b o u t  h i s  o n t o l o g i c a l  t h e o r y  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  
a n d  s e n t i e n c e ,  I  f i n d  t h a t  w h e n  I  d o ,  I  a m  
n o t  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a n y  c l e a r  p r a c t i c a l  p r i n ­
c i p l e s  f o r  a c t i o n .  I  c a n n o t  f i n d  t h e  p r i m a r y  
v a l u e  i n  D a n b r a w s k i ' s  ( o r  i s  i t  H a r t ­
s h o r n e ' s ? )  s y s t e m .  F o r  f i r s t ,  t h e r e  s e e m s  t o  
b e  a  r e a l  p r a c t i c a l  i n c a n p a t i b i l i t y  b e t w e e n  
i n d i v i d u a l s  ( i n  t h e  o r d i n a r y  s e n s e  o f  a n i m a l s  
a n d  h u m a n s )  a n d  t h e  " s u p e r a n i m a l "  i n d i v i d u a l ,  
t h e  d i v i n e  S 3 .  S e c o n d ,  t h e r e  i s  a n  o b v i o u s  
i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  h u m a n s  t h e m s e l v e s  a r e  s u p e r ­
i o r  t o  b o t h  a n i m a l s  a n d  s y s t e m s .  T h e s e  t w o  
p r o b l e m s  l e a v e  m e  w i t h o u t  a n y  p r a c t i c a l  g u i d e  
t o  a c t i o n .  W h e n  d o  I  v a l u e  w h o m  i s  w h a t  I  
w a n t  t o  k n o w .  I f  S 3  i s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  e n t i t y /  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  i n  o u r  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  t h e n  w h y  
a r e n ' t  o u r  s p e c i f i c  ( l e s s  t h a n  u l t i m a t e )  
o b l i g a t i o n s  d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d s  s y s t e m s  a n d  
c o l l e c t i o n s  ( s p e c i e s )  t h a t  w i l l  p r e s e r v e  t h e  
d i v i n e  S 3 ?  I n  s h o r t ,  I  j u s t  d o n ' t  g e t  i t .  
D a n b r o w s k i  w a n t s  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  p r o t e c t  e v e r y ­
b o d y  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g .  B u t  t h i s  i s  a n  e t h i c a l  
p o s i t i o n  t h a t  s i m p l y  c a n n o t  b e  d e f e n d e d ;  
p r a c t i c a l l y ,  w e  c a n n o t  d o  e v e r y t h i n g ,  p l e a s e  
e v e r y b o d y .  T h u s - - a n d  t h i s  i s  m y  m a i n  p o i n t - ­
D a n b r o w s k i ' s  p o s i t i o n  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  t o  b e  
w o r t h  t h e  d e t o u r  i n t o  a  d u b i o u s  a n d  c o n t r o ­
v e r s i a l  o n t o l o g y  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s .  E v e n  i f  w e  
b u y  t h e  H a r t s h o r n e / D a n b r o w s k i  v i e w  o f  r e a l i ­
t y ,  w e  s t i l l  d o  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  t o  d o  i n  t h e  
c o n c r e t e  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  s i t u a t i o n .  Q 1 l y  F i n ­
s e n ' s  p r e c i s e  c a s u i s t r y  o f  e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  a n d  
a n i m a l  c o n f l i c t s  c a n  a c c a n p l i s h  t h a t  p r a c t i ­
c a l  t a s k .  
M o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  D a n b r o w s k i  g o e s  w r o n g  
b y  o v e r e m p h a s i z i n g  s e n t i e n c e  a s  t h e  p r i m a r y  
f a c t  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  e x i s t e n c e .  T h i s  f o r c e s  
h i m  t o  d e f e n d  t h e  v i e w  t h a t  a l l  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  
e v e n  a t o m s ,  c e l l s ,  e t c . ,  a r e  s e n t i e n t ,  a n d  
t h a t  t h e  w o r l d / u n i v e r s e  a s  a  w h o l e  i s  s e n ­
t i e n t  i n  s a n e  d i v i n e ,  s u p e r p e r s o n a l  w a y .  
E v e n  i f  w e  p u t  a s i d e  o u r  m e t a p h y s i c a l  q u a l m s ,  
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we find that the position has mtacceptable 
ethical results. We are left with a thor­
oughgoing anthropocentrism: entities are 
valued and protected to the extent that they 
resemble human beings or possess mental ex­
periences similar to human beings. This does 
little good for either animals or the natural 
environment. 
Consider Dombrowski's claim that we IlU.lst 
interpret nonhuman nature by analogy with 
human nature, after all, our own human na­
tures are all that we really know. As a 
claim about the nature of consciousness, this 
might be acceptable, but as an ethical claim, 
I believe it is trivial or dangerous. I 
could argue that my understanding of other 
human natures IlU.lst be based on an analogy 
with my own white, male, Jewish-American, 
middle-class experiences, after all, that is 
all I really experience and know. But if I 
interpret all experience, all value, fran 
this perspective, I am going to tend to down­
grade the experiences of humans different 
fran me, a potentially dangerous view. What 
really happens is that I attempt to transcend 
my human individuality and understand other 
humans as they are; similarly, I can attempt 
to transcend my humanity and understand other 
natural entities as they are. As Aldo Leo­
pold wrote over forty years ago, the key to 
environmental ethics is our ability to "think 
like a nountain." In deciding what is good 
for the IOOuntain, I think myself in its 
place. I can do this with other humans; 
e.g., I can think like a woman and see that a 
lifetime sentence of housewifery is a waste 
of my human potentials. So why can't I do it 
for other, nonhuman entities? 
Also, I think Dombrowski goes wrong when 
he tries to use aesthetic considerations as 
the reason to protect holistic systems. This 
kind of justification will not produce any 
kind of consensus on problematic environmen­
tal issues. The aesthetic beauty of many 
natural systems (and individuals) is not 
obvious; indeed, many natural entities and 
systems are not beautiful, yet we still ought 
to protect them. Of course, Dombrowski can 
argue that the divine consciousness S3 consi­
ders all natural entities and systems to be 
beautiful, but we cannot really know that S3 
feels that way. Moreover, by claiming that 
everything is beautiful (for S3) we are real­
ly stretching the notion of "beauty" beyond 
reasonable limits; if everything is beauti- I 
ful, then nothing is. 
When we return to Finsen' s paper, we 
find that the problems are on a different 
level; they involve, as I said earlier, "nuts 
and bolts" issues. This does not mean that 
they are not serious; it only means that we 
can address them, I hope, without an expedi­
tion into the realm of metaphysics. 
First, I am not sure that Finsen' s use 
of the "rights" view of animal liberation 
will do the job it is supposed to do, i.e., 
alleviate the problems of the Benthamite/sen­
tience view. The rights view, it seems to 
me, is based on some IOOdel of sentience or, 
what is even worse, a IOOre restrictive cri­
terion such as "subject of a continuous 
life." So we are still faced with the prob­
lem that troubles holistic environmentalists: 
non-sentient beings do not have rights or 
IOOral value. 
Second, there is an overemphasis on 
"stability" as being a desired value for 
"'Environmentalism is now well 
on its way to becoming the 
third great wave of redemptive 
struggle in Western history, 
the first being Chritianity, 
the second modern socialism. I 
All three movements began 
with a desire to restore la 
sacred age of the remote past.' 
For Christians it was Adam and 
Eve before the Fall; for Marx­
ists it was primitive commu­
nism, the original state before 
private property. For environ­
mentalists it is 'the immacu­
late continent' before human­
ity. '" 
Robert Nisbet (philosopher) 
~s quoted by John Tierney 
ln IINot to Worry" (Hippo­
~, January/February 
1988, pp. 28-38) 
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e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s m .  A f t e r  a l l ,  a  c o n c r e t e  
p a r k i n g  l o t  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e .  O f  L e o ­
p o l d I  S  t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  n o r a l  r i g h t n e s s  i n  
t h e  e n v i r o r u n e n t  ( b e a u t y ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  a n d  i n ­
t e g r i t y ) ,  o n l y  n a t u r a l  i n t e g r i t y  s e e m s  t o  
m a k e  s e n s e .  I f  w e  c o n s i d e r  a  f o r e s t  t h a t  i s  
r a v a g e d  b y  a  f i r e  c a u s e d  b y  a  b o l t  o f  l i g h t ­
n i n g ,  w e  s e e  a  s i m p l i f i e d  s y s t e m  t h a t  r e s u l t s  
f r o m  a  l o s s  o f  s t a b i l i t y .  M o r e o v e r ,  i t  s u s ­
t a i n s  a  m a j o r  l o s s  o f  s e n t i e n t  l i f e .  Y e t ,  
. a l l  t h i s  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  
a n d  s o  I  s e e  n o  r e a l  l o s s  o f  v a l u e  h e r e .  I  
t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  k i n d  o f  c a s e  r e f l e c t s  t h e  
c o m p r o m i s e  c r i t e r i a  t h a t  F i n s e n  i s  t r y i n g  t o  
d e v e l o p .  T h e  k e y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  n a t u r a l  
e n v i r o r u n e n t a l  v a l u e  i s  n o t  i n  s t a b l e  e n v i r o n ­
m e n t s  t h a t  t e n d  t o  p r o d u c e  K - s e l e c t o r s ;  t h e  
k e y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  v a l u e  l i e s  
i n  t h e  i d e a  o f  n a t u r a l  c h a n g e .  
F i n a l l y ,  l e t  m e  s a y  t h a t  b o t h  v i e w s ,  
a n i m a l  r i g h t s  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  a n d  e c o h o l i s m ,  
c o n t i n u e  t o  h a v e  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  s e r i o u s l y  
e n d a n g e r e d  s p e c i e s .  P r o p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  f o n n e r  
c a n n o t  s a y  w h y  i n d i v i d u a l  r a r e  a n i m a l s  a r e  
n o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  p l e n t i f u l  o n e s ,  e s p e c i a l ­
l y  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  u g l y .  H o l i s t s  c a n n o t  s a y  
w h y  n o n - f u n c t i o n i n g  s p e c i e s  ( a s  n o s t  r a r e  
o n e s  a r e )  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  a t  a l l .  I  h a v e ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  d e v e l o p e d  a  t h e o r y  ( o r  a n  e x c u s e )  
b a s e d  o n  t h e  i d e a  o f  r e p a r a t i o n s .  H u m a n  
s o c i e t y  o w e s  c o m p e n s a t i o n  t o  t h o s e  s u r v i v o r s  
o f  a n y  e x t i n c t i o n  p r o c e s s  b e g u n  b y  h u m a n s .  
I f  this~. v i e w  i s  c o r r e c t ,  t h e n  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  
n o  r e a s o n  t o  " p r e v e n t  n a t u r a l l y  o c c u r r i n g  
e x t i n c t i o n s ,  i . e . ,  e x t i n c t i o n s  t h a t  d o  n o t  
r e s u l t  f r o m  h u m a n  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  e n v i ­
r o n m e n t .  I f  t h e  k o a l a  b e a r  s p e c i e s  e a t s  a l l  
t h e  l e a v e s  o f f  t h e  e u c a l y p t u s  t r e e s ,  t h e r e b y  
d o o m i n g  b o t h  t h e  t r e e  s p e c i e s  a n d  i t s e l f ,  
t h e n  i t  i s  s i m p l y  t o o  b a d  f o r  t h e  k o a l a  b e a r .  
T h e y  w i l l  b e  e x t i n c t ,  a n d  h u m a n i t y  d o e s  n o t  
h a v e  t o  f e e l  t h e  l e a s t  b i t  g u i l t y .  
I n  c o n c l u s i o n ,  l e t  m e  r e p e a t  m y  c l a i m  
t h a t  w e  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  h e r e  w i t h  t w o  d i f f e r e n t  
m e t h o d o l o g i e s  o f  a p p l i e d  e t h i c s .  T h e  n o s t  
i m p o r t a n t  i s s u e  t h u s  f a c i n g  u s  i s  w h i c h  a p ­
p r o a c h  w e  w i l l  t a k e  a s  w e  t r y  t o  s o l v e  e t h i c ­
a l  p r o b l e m s  r e g a r d i n g  a n i m a l s  a n d  t h e  e n v i ­
r o n m e n t .  I  v o t e  f o r  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  
o f  p r o b l e m s  i n  t h e  c o n c r e t e  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  f o r  
p o s t p o n i n g  m e t a p h y s i c a l  s p e c u l a t i o n s ,  h o w e v e r  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t h e y  m a y  b e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  r a r e l y  
l e a d  t o  p r a g m a t i c  s o l u t i o n s .  
A N I M A L  R I G H T S  
A N D  E C O H O L I S M  
A R E  N O t  C O M P A T I B L E  
S I D N E Y  G a m I N 
  
E a s t e r n  M i c h i g a n  U n i v e r s i t y 
  
I n  h e r  a d m i r a b l e  p a p e r ,  P r o f e s s o r  F i n s e n  
s u c c e e d s  i n  c l a r i f y i n g  t h e  v i e w s  o f  s o m e  o f  
t h e  l e a d i n g  e c o h o l i s t s ,  a n d  s h e  a l s o  s u c c e e d s  
i n  s h o w i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  v i e w s  a r e  n o t  terr~ly 
f a r  f r o m  t h o s e  o f  t h e  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  p e o p l e .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  
b e t w e e n  t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  e c o h o l i s m  a n d  t h a t  
o f  a n i m a l  r i g h t s  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  m i n i m i z e d . '  
P r o f e s s o r  F i n s e n  i s  t o o  a m b i t i o u s  i n  s u p p o s ­
i n g  t h a t  s h e  c a n  s u p p l y  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  r e c o n ­
c i l i a t i o n  o f  t h e  t w o  p o s i t i o n s .  
I  t a k e  i t  t h a t  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  P r o f e s s o r  
F i h s e n I  s  p a p e r  i s  t h a t  t h o s e  s h e  c a l l s  e c o ­
h o l i s t s - - f o r  e x a m p l e ,  R o d m a n  a n d  L e o p o l d - ­
l o v e  n o t  a n y  o l d  b i o t i c  e n v i r o n m e n t  b u t  t h o s e  
t h a t  s h o w  " i n t e g r i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  a n d  b e a u t y . "  
T h e s e  a r e  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  k i n d  t o  t h e  o r g a n i s m s  t h a t  a n i ­
m a l  r i g h t s  p r o p o n e n t s  f a v o r .  A s  s h e  p u t  i t ,  
t h e  e c o h o l i s t  " v a l u e s  t h e  v e r y  s y s t e m s  w h i c h  
g i v e  r i s e  t o  t l : J . e  s e n t i e n t  b e i n g s  v a l u e d  b y  
D I S C U S S I O N 
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